Introduction
The curriculum of Preschool Education in Portugal is governed by the Curriculum Guidelines, which adopts a perspective focused on indications for Educators and not in anticipation of learning to be performed by children. It assumes educators as builders and managers of curriculum and outlines the epistemological principles that underlie the educational options for educators, by proposing an integrated and open in different areas of the curriculum. Personal and social development is one of those areas that fall within the curriculum, not only as a necessity of children in this age group, but also as preparation for future learning.
An analysis of learning preschool education's impact in the later development of children concludes that the learning done at the level of Childhood Education is related to engagement in the tasks and social skills (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2005) . The predispositions and feelings of the child contribute significantly to expand their skills and give back success in learning. The personal, social and emotional development is important (Trianes, 2002) for the realization of children as people and for their ability to be successful learners. In our concerted efforts to raise the educational level of children it is of primary importance that we take into account how we support this development, through informed, effective and cross-curricular practices (Roberts, 2005) . A study of Seçer, Çeliköz, Koçyiğit, Seçer, & Kayılı (2010) , to assess the relationship between social skills and behavior problems through PKBS Merrell (2002) and cognitive style and reflexivity-impulsivity by KRISP scale developed by Wright (1971) , with 6-year-old children, attending Preschool Education showed that children with impulsive cognitive style show more behavior problems and children with cognitive style of reflexivity show more social skills. These studies show that impulsive children are less efficient than the reflective level of social skills, such as social cooperation, so cial interaction and social autonomy.
In modern societies, we continue to witness directly or indirectly, situations that demonstrate that many children grow in contexts and situations that constitute threats to their psychological health. When facing stressful situations and risk in their daily lives, they may develop emotional disorders and conduct problems, becoming vulnerable. However, it is observed that not all children who experience the same risk situations present problems. On the contrary, some of them are able to adapt and overcome these situations, demonstrating, among others, social skills (Cecconello & Koller, 2000) .
Social skills are learned and understood in given a situation and encompass personal, situational and cultural dimensions (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2001 ). To have a good repertoire of social skills does not guarantee a socially responsible performance by itself. Campbell (1995) considers that the initial behavior problems for children in the kindergarten remain relatively stable and predicts not only problems in school but also serious health and behavioral problems in adolescence, including depression and anxiety.
In the case of negative social interactions, children tend to be rejected among peers. This pattern of social behavior will trigger a reaction from others according to the perceived default, whether positive or negative. Study Domènech-Llaberia (2008) found that physical aggression is the most common, followed by verbal aggression and that aggression among peers is associated with three-year old male children.
A study conducted in Brazil by Cecconello (2000) , to assess social competence and empathy in children (6 to 9 years old), living in poverty, showed that girls are more socially competent and more empathic than boys. Likewise, the most empathetic children tend to be more socially responsible than others. In general, the studies emphasized the importance of these two characteristics as protective factors contributing to resilience and adaptation, in situations of stress and vulnerability. The girls prove to be more competent in the use of strategies of conflict resolution, using significantly less often want to retaliation or physical aggression (Walker, Irving, & Berthelsen, 2002; Gomes, Pereira, Abrantes, Inocêncio, Merrel, & Andreucci, 2011) . The investigation (Simões & Sanches, 2006) , about age and gender in conflict resolution, with 3 to 14-yearold children, showed that age has an influence on the strategies used in conflict resolution and the older children have more elaborate types of responses. For the authors, the strategies are aggression, authority, social withdrawal and pro-social responses. Studies of Walker (2005) , with 3 to 5-year-old children, showed that children aged 4, typically developing, are able to make inferences about the beliefs and desires of others, use this information and interpret its behavior. The boys are seen as more aggressive and girls as more tolerant, dialoguing and prosocial, although the studies of Simões (2006) have not found a significant effect of interpersonal conflict on gender differences. Also the quality of interpersonal relationships among peers seems to influence social development of children from early ages.
Through positive interactions with peer groups in the early years of life, children develop the best fit social skills such as sensitivity, empathy, ability to engage in different contexts and answer social problems (Lopes, Rutherford, Cruz, Mathur, & Quinn, 2011) . Poor interactions among peers, resulting in rejection, can trigger poor social, emotional, academic adjustment, reflected even in adjustment problems in adulthood. Studies of Asher & Coie (1990) show that those children from preschool make their friendship choices based on observable behaviors. The pairs showing positive behaviors establish positive interactions, but the pairs showing negative behaviors are rejected and are not choosen as partners. Children who are not accepted can cause anger and aggression as a response to unfair treatment or they may choose social isolation, as a result of anxiety and social insecurity (Lopes et al., 2011) .
The aim of this study was to evaluate if gender and age are related to the acquisition of social skills of children attending the preschool education, in Portuguese-speaking educational contexts.
Method Participants
This research involved 581 children, female (52.3%) and male (47.7%), aged 2 to 7, who attend Preschool Education in public institutions (37.2%), private institutions of social solidarity-IPSS (34.6%) and private institutions (28.2%) on average for 18 months. Most educators who applied to the instrument were female (99.7%), were on average 35 years with an average age of 35, and had been practicing for an average of 10 years (see Table 1 ).
Measures
The Behavioral Scale for Preschool (PKBSpt) was adapted for the Portuguese population by Gomes, Pereira & Merrell (2009) , and validated by Gomes & Pereira (2014) from Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scale, PKBS 2- Merrell (2002) and is used to evaluate the social skills and problem behaviours of children. The instruments contain 67 Likert-scale questions.
The children's social skills were assessed using the Social Skills Scale-EAS. It is a 29-item, explaining 53.47% of the total variance and the overall value of the Cronbach's alpha coefficient was .95. The school seeks to assess the social and emotional behaviors of children attending garden for children aged between 3 and 6. The dimensions of the Social Cooperation scale are a 12-item, which explains 38.2% of the variance and the coefficient value of Cronbach's alpha was .92. It assesses behaviors of cooperation with peers, assertiveness and self; Social Interaction is a 7-item, explaining 5.2% of the variance and the coefficient value of Cronbach's alpha was .76, which evaluates respect, friendliness and courtesy pipelines primarily for colleagues. The Social Independence factor is a 10-item, which explains 10.1% of the variance and the value of Cronbach's alpha coefficient was .89. It assesses attitudes of autonomy, adaptation and acceptance both among peers and between adults. Behavior problems were assessed by the Behavior Problems Scale (EPC), a 38-item, which seeks to assess the social and emotional behavior level of children attending the kindergarten. Behavior Problems Scale (EPC), the factors are distributed by externalizing behavior problems (EPC'I) and internalizing behavior problems (EPC'I). The EPC'E consists of factor Selfcentered/Explosive and it is a 6-item, explaining 55% of the variance and Cronbach's alpha value was .87; Factor Attention Problem/Overactive is a 9-item explaining 5% of the variance and Cronbach's alpha value was .92;
Factor Antisocial/Aggressive is a 10-item explaining 5% of the variance and Cronbach's alpha value was .93.
Internalizing behavior problems (EPC'I) are constituted byFactor Social Withdrawal is a 6-item, explaining 45.08% of variance, with the value of Cronbach's alpha .85; Factor Anxiety/ Somatic Problems is a 7-item, explaining 10.22% of variance, with the value of Cronbach's alpha .83.The answers were given taking into account a Likert-type, response options range from 0 (never) to 3 (often).
Procedure
The study was applied to a population of children attending preschool, whose native language is Portuguese. The sampling took place during the second quarter of 2009, in the educational contexts of Portugal, Brazil and Cabo Verde, through anonymous questionnaires and confidential self-report. For this purpose a group of educators and/or monitors was formed according to the reality of each country developing teaching activities in Kindergarten which applied the EAS and EPC questionnaire assessing children in their rooms in each of the items, supported by observations made in the last three months, as indicated in the questionnaire form.
Ethical issues were respected, participation was voluntary and each questionnaire was accompanied by explanatory information of the objectives, the conditions of research, confidentiality and anonymity of the data being secured. The SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences), version 17.0 for MS Windows was used for data analysis.
Results
The results concerning the characterization of the target population, children age Preschool show a homogeneous distribution as a function of female (52.3%) and male (47.7%), with ages ranging from 2 to 7 years (M = 4.58, SD = 0.96).
Geographically, these institutions are distributed in Portugal, Brazil and Cabo Verde: in Portugal 39.9% of children attending preschool in the district of Aveiro, 13.9% in the district of Porto and 11.0% in the district Santarém, in Brazil, 23.4% attending preschool located in Botucatu, State of São Paulo and 11.7% attending in kindergarten in the different islands of Cabo Verde.
Most educators who applied to the instrument are on average 35 years old (M = 34.87, SD = 10.03), have been practicing for an average of 10 years (M = 10.51, SD = 8.95) varying the service time between 1 and 33 years. The recording of observations concerning the behavior of each child was produced within the educational room (62%) and in the kindergarten (38%).
If we consider the parametric correlation coefficient, Pearson correlation between the EAS subscale and the gender and age variables, we find that the positive associations are weak, but significant (p ≤ .01), ranging between .165 and .217, in Social Cooperation. We also found statistically significant differences between Social Interaction and gender and Social Independence although weaker (p ≤ .05) (see Table 2 ).
In the EPC subscale there were significant (p ≤ .01) weak negative associations but between gender and the factors: Attention Problem/Overactive behavior and Antisocial/Aggressive. The variable age of children also has a weak negative association with the factor Attention Problem/Overactive and weak positive association with Social Withdrawal factor (see Table  3 ).
There are still strong and significant positive associations (p ≤ .01), among the factors of each of the scales EAS and EPC.
The results of the parametric t-student PKBSpt test showed that comparing the factors of Social Skills, statistically significant differences by gender were found. Girls had higher level of Social Cooperation mean (M = 27.96, SD = 5.70, t = −3.96, df = 558, p = .000) and Social Interaction (M = 15.66, SD = 3.84, t = −3.29, df = 563, p = .001). Regarding EPC also statistically significant differences between genders were found. However, it were the boys who had higher mean values, either in the factor Attention Problem/Overactive (M = 12.79, SD = 7.13, t = 5.56, df = 564, p = .000) or the Antisocial/Aggressive factor (M = 9.74, SD = 7.41, t = 5.51, df = 562, p = .000) of EPC'E. These values seem to indicate that the gender variable may be associated with some of the social skills and behavior problems. However, these are not related to the problems of Anxiety/ Somatic Problems (see Table 4 ).
By the analysis of variance ANOVA significant differences between age and EAS factors were also found. Older children are the ones who have the highest average in Social Cooperation (M = 28.39, SD = 6.31, F = 7.13, p = .000) and Social Independence (M = 25.17, SD = 5.09, F = −3.50, p = .004), social skills. In the dimensions of behavior problems the youngest children (3 and 
Discussion
Through studies of correlations and parametric tests between the gender variables and factors of the Scale of Social Skills, it was found that girls showed more social skills based on cooperation and social interaction than boys. These results confirm some studies such as Cecconello and Koller (2000) , Gomes et al. (2011) .
In Scale Behavior Problems the boys have higher average values in Attention Problem/Overactive and Antisocial/Aggressive behaviors. These data seem to indicate that age and gender may be associated with some of the social skills. Behavior Problems, however, are not correlated with anxiety problems. These data can be explained by the fact that the girls prove to be more competent in the use of strategies in resolving conflicts, using significantly less often want to retaliation or physical aggression (Walker, Irving, & Berthelsen, 2002) . The results also indicate that the age of children is correlated with social withdrawal. Study (Simões & Sanches, 2006) showed that age has an influence on the strategies used in conflict resolution and the older children had more elaborate types of responses. For the authors, the strategies were aggression, appeal to authority and avoidance or escape responses of pro-social nature. Gomes (2012) shows that early childhood educators with more years of service develop teaching activities in public institutions which value more the social behaviors of the cooperation and social interaction kind between children. However, educators with less service time had more difficulty in dealing with children with behavior problems Self-centered/Explosive, Attention Problem/Overactive, Antisocial/Aggressive, Social Withdrawal and Anxiety/Somatic Problems. For instance, Zhang and Sun (2011) found reciprocal relations between externalizing problems and teacher-child conflict in preschool education. Hence the need to intervene in specialized training. Some authors (Alarcão, 2003; Alonso, 2003; Craft, 2004) , show that professionalism reflects on the ability of early childhood educators to, through a critical and creative analysis, regulate their practice, deepen their knowledge and adapt their educational action to specificity of students and the school.
Educators as professionals can help in the resolution of behavioral and emotional problems in children in an educational context (Herrera & Little, 2005; Gomes, Pereira, & Vagos, 2013) . Not to intervene in a reductive way, but proactively in order to provide children, even at an early stage, with techniques and set methods, such as cooperative learning, how to deal with anger, how to reduce stress, especially for children with predisposition to aggressive responses through relaxation techniques, self-monitoring and cognitive coping strategies, techniques of self-dialogue and troubleshooting. It's very important to create healthy and constructive environments where children participate. This must be a concern of current educational societies, because experiential components in self-regulation, such as enjoyment of an activity, would be associated with well-being.
